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The work I'm going -to talk about today is part of an ongoing program of

rescarch at Minnesota cn children's compreﬁehsion of naturalistic social events,

such as those they might see on television, and the mediating role that this

.

comprehension may play feor their own later social behavior. Our basic premise

has been that television portrayﬁls provide not only models of social behavior,

4

tut also cues for the eéaluatién of those models. The difficulty is that these

cues, like the cues in real-life social interaccions; are often difficult to

. . . .
understand: They are frequently subtlz, inexplicit, iptermixed with a confusing

. L
tangle of other cues, relevant and irrelevant; and separated by time and : 4

. - > ’

- extrangous information. Our question has beem: How do children make sense of

> -

the often complicated welter of cues associated with, say, a violent attack or

-

killing? Our working. hyppthesis hap'been that for much of typical television

content, the answer depends on the age of the chfld; ang one implication-of our

EZF:) concern has been that these age differences in comprehension and judgment of the

‘sf?d _.social events they see on.tglevision might well_help explain the variation in

«

+ hd
c:;; television effects on viewere of differgnt ages, °,
.. : !
CZi) . Unfortunately, we have only sparse knowledge of the psychological processes

c§1> involved in making sometimes difficult inference-based judgments of televised

»

:;;D acts and actors. For one thing, we know little about’ children's typical pq;térns

]

£,
A

S

of.receiving and making sense of audidvisually presented information. What few

P

suggestive findings we have come not from cognitive psychologists, but from

- researchers studying children's understanding of television aud film plots.

o

« Qur own previous work has shown that chil%ren as old as third gré!!rs often do

péorly at recalling the central events %P an ongoing action sequence, but

~* *Presented jat the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in Child
Development, Denver, Colorado, April 11, 1975.
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performance improves with age; comorehensior of :the relationships between crucial

eeenes in certain dramatic‘pppgrams follows |much the, same a2ge-related pattern
r

(Collins 1970; Collins, Berndt & Hess 1974; Flapan 1968; Laifer & Roberts 1972).

For example we foﬁnd that “children up to about second grade typically recalled

the aggressive scene ﬁrom a prqgram they,had watched but apparently missed the

~

reasons, for the aggreséion and, often, -its consequences; older childrén apprec-
iated the aggfession as a part of a causal sequeﬁce (Collins, et al., .1974).
Whatéis not clear is the reason-that you;ger subjects perform more poorly

than older subjecets. iu these studies. Oue obvious shggestion is that younger °
\\ . ¥ . .

éhildren cannot cope with the amournt of information needed to understand the
N\ !
causal sequences, whereas-the older ones have more available processing space.

e ——ee

T

Or it may be that the basic information is there for both older and younger
children, but tte'younger ceildren hav%gggt organizedoit meaningfully, or have .
: organized it differently than older children and adults, do..

We,.along withjellen Keniston and Henry Wellman, dre presently involved in
a study designed to gather more suggestive data about the various ways in which'

children of different ages may differ in their -handling of social information

from television programs. We have been showing second and eightp graders

)
’.

edited versions of a television program that differ in theit complexity and the
difficulty of inferring causal connections between scenes. In one version, the

Simple version, an unsuccessful young man murders an elderly panhandler who

has inadvertently come upon the scene when the young man is committing a robbery.~ .

The police tie the killer to a' series of forged cheets written with a check -
.protector stolen in the robbety ane‘eventually treek ﬁim doen. The second,
Complex version of the program,'contains this samerplot, but in adeition inter-
mingles it with an exttagedué subplot from the original show. And then the

third and four~h versions are ‘Jumbled renderings, in which the scenes’from the

-4

Simple and Comélex versions are randomly ordered rather than appearing in the
. v .

‘tbriginal narrative sequence.

L
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/
- _The children watch ohe or another of th: four versions in pairs with the
. - . L2 .
experimenters in a room in their school. After the program, we ask them to \

-~

. { ' .
answer multiple-choice questions about discrete scenes in the show .and about the

causal relationships that 'exi$t among scenes. In constructing these tests of
rd

Central content and Inferences, we asked a sample of college undergraduates to

view the program and select scenes which were crucial to understandivg the plot

-

and answer questions about various events, thgir causes and consequences. We

did the same‘thihg in‘an extensive series -of pilot tests with children of

-

various ages. , Their answers are the basis for the questions and alternative

dnswers we now ask our subjects to reztond to. Let me give you an example of“‘

the information we try to get. After killiug the panhandler, hur villain in

\

the program meets another'panhandler who reminds him of the orde he killed.

-

Suffering from guilt, he gives the second panhandler forty dollars. To check

for recall of this discrete central scene, we asked the children to complégé '

.

the following statement: "One night the robber is walking along when‘he meets

. *

an old man. When this happeﬁs, the robber . . . ," They then have a choice of

three answers, the corréct being "gives him forty:dollars.!" But-we are also

»

intereséed in whether the children inferred the cause of the young man's behavior,

a task that invVolves knowledge of several discrete scenes and the reiatioqshgpg

@

between them. So we ask them to complete the statement: "The robber gives an

old man forty dollars because . . . .", the correct answer being, 'because he

reminded him of the old man he hurt."? In'this way, we find out whether children

know the basic events in the program and also whetherifhey‘go beyond thém'to

B

infer causal connections among them. '

-~ [

Ovur results show that second grade children not only kpow less about the
main occurrences of the plot, but also that they show less tendency to try to

"make sense' out of what they see--and typically make alarmingly little sense of

r

it. Let me shoﬁ you the data. (SLIDE #1) The first graph shows the mean

.

number of correct answers to/questions about essential plot information--central

-

wl .
Vi 4 3 -
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happenings, contained within one scene each in‘the show. Eighth‘graders'did .
considerably bétter than second graders, §k1,94)'$ 3.68, p <.{00¥f regardiess'
of the difticuity,of the version they natcned. That is, the two age groupéldid
eaua}ly well or equally poorxly whether.the progfanmthey watched was simple or

complex, jumoled or ordered. Honeoer, there were no condition’effects or age X

>

condition interactions. This replicates other findings (Collins 1970 Leifer &

Roberts 1972) ¢f age differences in recall of centrald* scenes, but also.clarifies
* 3 ‘ @
them somewhat by suggesting that age differences in recall hold even when the .

- T

complexity of the material varies. ) ' L

When we went beyond this particular information from scenes to ask the

[N

-

children about the important informaticn JLthat falis between and _among -scenes,
\

_however, we not on1y found substantial age difierences, F(l 94) = 65 34, p< .001

14
Ky

but also the striking interaction of age and condition that we expected . .
F(3, 94) = 2 48, p < .07.3  (SLIDE #2) As you can see from the slide, second
graders were generally poorer at answering the Inference questions than eighth

graders were, but the second graders wh¥ had watched bne of the Simple versions

.

of the program did_getter than thoge who saw the Complex versions of the
“ ‘ * ) - e ) ) | » w
program. It made no difference whethex” the Simple version was ordered or
jumbled; less information Seemed to make if‘more likely that second graders
1 3

could answer some of the Inference questions, regardless of how much sense the

program made” objectively. Eighth graders, howéder, did best when the scenes .

in the program were ordered, regardless of the amount of information in the

+ e ]

program. Both of the Jumbled versfbhs, Simple and Complex, confused them,
they complained that they didn' £ ‘make any sense, while the second graders were ’

. not at all disturbed by the confused ordering of the.scenes. Incidentally, all

.

of theee effects hold for both boys and girls; there were no sex differences in

-

our data, and no” interactions involving sex. P) . '

When you try to explain the Inference data; you have to deal with tvo

o

obvious possibilities, One is that thesecond graders may do poorly because

o. gi'ﬁ1,5' - v
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. there 15 simply too much information for them to handle efficiently; the evi-

* dence for this is that they do even more poorly when the amount of information T

1

A —— e

, increases, -That explanation doesn't agccount for the eighth-grade findings,
; . ' ..

. LA ":. . . L
« ~ however, since ‘these "older subjects did equally poorly on-the two Jumbled

0
L2+ 3 . *

versiohs'qu equally well on the two *Ordered versions, regardless of the

'y " L

‘gifferent inf?rmation loads idioibed.f‘inétead,_it seems that their difficulty

£y -
@ .
’

»

. v,
has to do with the task of organizing-.and comprehending information that is

presented to them in a disorganized and idcomprehensible fashion. v

We have séme other evidence'that?suggééfgmtﬁit*bbtl secon’ and eighth )

.2 .

graders' difficulties zrvolve a sort of inferential deficit, rather than .
N * . . . . . )
(or, ,in"the case of thé seccand graders, in addition to) a processing-space - :
el - ¢

L »

problem. First, when/we ana;yzed;thg protocols of thdse wha made egroné on |

/ « \ -
N fe * Py 7 e, #Y
the Inference questhds, we/found "that, in seventy-eight-pefcent of the cases, . |

. ’ / 5 . R \' ‘
second zrade subjects knew the discrete pieces of information neeQed to answver /
s N - ‘ - =

r, /
the Inference quesfion§, but they apparently had not inferred the relationships ' é/
’ » ’;

//
/
two percent/knew the basic pileces of information,‘but failed to make correct

. . L. v /
inferencest Second, for kome of the«children in each condition, we interrupted i

among thése.f For/%he smaller number. of eighth graders:who madé errors, ninety-

e - Y .
! L o \\
the progrdm at one of two predetermined “turning points" in the plot. That 1is, ,
. ~ A J

we'c?ose 6n the basis of interviews with children and adults, points after I
s + ‘

4

which some majof event or-major chque-in events should be éxpected. Then we ’
- f . .

°
-

stopped the tape and asked each 'child to recount for the experimenter, who hdd L

been occupied with other tasks}'what had happened up }b that point. We also

. L . - . ®
asked the child to predict what would happen next-in the show. As you can see

- H
.

from Slide 3, when we looked at these iesponses,!we found thdt\éighth graders

appéared to be orga%;zing, integrgting and actively inferring felationships ]

among the scenes as the program progressed. .Second graders, at bast, knew
discrete scenes, but’'had not tried to relate them to each other. Thereighth

giaders' higher level of inferential éctivity‘paid;offg in the sense that they

L T Y i




s ]

made more loglcal, sensible pred*ctions about what would Lappen next in the

program than- the second graders did. ¥ven when you allow for. the fact that
eighth graders probably have stronger expectationa tﬁgn the younger children '
"about what goes on 1n'certain sbcial.sequences, you still have to note that
the second graéers showed no evidence of aeeing meaningful sequences 1n‘th¢

program in the first place.
. . \ i
In fact, the plcture these data give is that televised.social portrayals

- *1 >
are. probably far less meaningful experiences for younger viewers than they are

for older ones. This conclusion is very congruent with-~and in fact extends--
. . / 3 . -
the comprehension srudies done in receat years by'coganitive psychologists like

Frank 1971) ‘and Scott Paris (Paris I9i5L to
name two, The stimulus materia s. we have used in the name of television

Y
*

rgsearch are 1nf1n1te1y more ¢omplex and permit 1ess clear 1nferences than

John Bransford (e.g., Bransford

formed in the 1ntersttces of discrete presentation units and the idea of

»

d tendencies’ to operate in this fashion. What is

developmental progress towa’
morex this work goas beyond the work with sentences and static pictures to

suggest that as children grow older, there is actually an increased straining

ﬂé; meaning beyond that which ‘is given.
-1

Variation like this has usually intrigued those interested in cognitive,

~

rather than soeial, development, but it potentially affects -oux estimates of
the impact of soc}alizing influences like television, too. For one thing,
//@atlure to comprehénd the relatedness between rfelevant social cues and behavioral
. - models has often been shown to modify the egfect of tne oepiction. For;ekample,
when tke relationship of motives and consequences’scenesuto aggression is not:

S

understood, the likeltpood of viewers' subsequent aggression 1s altered (Collins

- -

1973). For another thing, age differences in organizing and using information,

<
from shows may lead to different interpretations of inter-scene relationships

"than addlts would have themselves or would expect of children. For instance,

P gt
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wa fovnd Jhat sur cecond guaders, whoa they didn't.kpow the correct answer to an

Inference question, often chose an answer chat represcnted & s
* ) .

but one which had no basis in fact in the show. Eighth graders' errors were
(S . -

slightly more likely ts be confusicas from within.the progran. Either way, the

vossibility of errcr-based evalvations c¢f whet childrea see on television is

» .

obvious. A -distorted impression of a character or his/her social role might
~

result from a failure, for example, to make the inferences necéssdry to
s | ’ ] y

. reconcile the discrepancies in a portrayzl of a double-dealer -(e.g», a crooked
cop, a coft-hearted gangster, an honest Chicano framed for murder) (Collins &

! [

.

). "Such errors sxizerbate already inadequatz, social role

» I3 ‘ - - -y ’
ision {Leifer, Cordun & Graves 19/4).

.
.

The factfthat‘"straining towaxd meaning"

.
in television viewing increases
-~

.

with agk is altantalizing fact--and a hepefGl ome, It suggests that, for the
« I -

child, there {s progress toward a more orderly social world, when the alterna-

- e -
tive is, by all accouats, deleterious té/perscqgl and social welfare.
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